.88                  QUESTIONS OF PRECEDENCE
The look she gave me was not without a certain haughti-
ness:
*I was speaking of my daughter, sir. Spare me, I beg, your
unworthy insinuations/
Draped in her faded crape, she gave a capital performance of
a woman wounded in her most sensitive spot, and made her
exit. Harry Maucoudinat nervously enquired of Florence
whether she really meant to entrust Eliane to this lunatic. In
the look she gave him there was so much contempt that my
brother-in-law, for all he was a Maucoudinat, could not help
exhibiting uneasiness. She did not answer him in words. While
1 waited in the hall for Madame Etinger to be safely on the
other side of the street from where she could not direct her
lyrical outpourings on me, Florence said:
*As though it mattered two hoots about Eliane!'
It was the first time, for ten years, that she had made even
an indirect allusion to Augustin. She went on:
'I didn't dare ask her whether he is still alive, but I will,
as soon as she gets back. Let us wait for her/
She sat down on a chest. In the semi-darkness her face and
hands looked ghastly. She made me sit beside her. We could
hear the servant putting away the silver, and, in the room above,
the sound of a sewing-machine. I remembered how, as a child,
I had sat for hours at a time on the wood-box. People crossing
the hall could not see me. Wholly isolated, I dreamed a thous-
and dramas with myself as hero. It was an extraordinary
sensation now, as a man of thirty, and in spite of the wear and
tear of time, of habits and of vices, to find myself withdrawn
into just such a patch of darkness, with the same old contraction
in my throat, the same sweating hands. How long was it since
I had felt any comparable surge of sentiment, any such sense
of contact with my sister? I put my arm round her neck and